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About the Author

Any lingering questions about David MacLean’s grit have been answered by the time he rides into the lawless town of Cold Spring, Montana. Born fighting a losing battle of proving himself to his older brothers, he is desperate to shed the weight of expectation and make his own way. 

David sets a bold course, joining a grueling cattle drive in Texas that is bound for the untamed expanses of Montana. The thousand-mile trail demands everything he has, testing his courage as he faces the savage reality of the frontier. 

Riding up into the mountains of Montana, he encounters eighteen-year-old Sarah Dalton, the only surviving member of her family, fiercely determined to defend her family’s ranch against marauding outlaws. Moved by her perilous plight, David is ready to help her take on all comers to protect her and secure her legacy, ultimately trading the trail for the badge of a Montana marshal.
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David MacLean had worn a coating of fine red dust from the road baked into his canvas coat, his homespun shirt, and the sweaty skin beneath them for weeks. He rode into San Antonio, Texas, on a late July afternoon in 1873. The heat was not merely strong; it was a physical weight, a suffocating blanket woven of humidity and sun-scorched earth, drawing the breath right out of his lungs, leaving him a little bit light-headed.

Twenty years old, lean and wiry, David possessed the gaunt look of a man who had traveled too far on too little. His unruly dark hair was plastered to his forehead beneath his broad-brimmed hat, and his hazel-gray eyes were narrowed against the glare. He had left the settled lands of Virginia seeking the mythic freedom of the West, fueled by a naive, heroic vision and a driving need to prove himself the equal of his older, more formidable brothers. As his foot touched the sun-drenched and indifferent street in front of the hitching rail of a busy saloon, he was tired and irritable.

All he craved was a place to sleep, something to wet his whistle, and an uncomplicated meal. He tied the reins of his tired bay mare to the rail outside the Dun Mule Saloon, looking forward to escaping the burning sun. 

The air inside the Dun Mule was thick with the scent of stale whiskey, the sweat of unbathed bodies, and cheap tobacco smoke. David moved to a small, empty table near the back, pulling the remnants of his meager traveling money out of a worn leather pouch. He ordered beef stew and cold beer, wanting only to blend into the shadow of the saloon.

It was the quiet sound of his voice that betrayed him.

“You hear that, boys?”

The speaker was a heavy man named Ike, whose waistcoat strained against a formidable gut. He sat at the bar with two other men, all of them hard-faced, their features etched with the bitterness of a lost cause. They were veterans of the Confederacy who had never quite gotten over their loss and found the hard hand of Reconstruction chafing beyond endurance. They had watched David enter; his clothes, though travel-stained, were of better quality than their own, and his boots were unscuffed by the grinding poverty of postwar Texas.

David, spooning the thick stew, tried to ignore them.

Ike slid from his stool. “Tastes like home, does it, boy?” he drawled, his voice thick with disdain.

“The stew is fine,” David replied, refusing to look up. His hands, calloused and strong from years of hard work on the plantation, tightened around the spoon.

“Not the stew, boy. The voice. That clean, sweet sound. That Virginia warble. Whereabouts in Virginia you from, Cavalier?”

“None of your concern,” David muttered.

Another man, younger, with a vicious scar running down his cheek, spat on the sawdust floor beside David’s boot. “Got a clean tunic and a soft accent, way out here in Texas. Must’ve run pretty fast to miss the fighting, huh, Yankee-lover?”

David’s quick temper, a flaw he was still learning to control, ignited instantly, overriding his exhaustion. He looked up, his hazel eyes steel-hard. “I fought the war, same as you. Only I was wearing gray, not sitting home dreaming of it.”

It was a lie designed to disarm them. In reality, David had been twelve years old when the war ended, but the implied insult of cowardice was a match to dry tinder.

Ike laughed, a wet, ugly sound. “I see nothin’ but a boy. A boy playing dress-up. Look at his hands, boys! Soft!” He reached out, intending to grab David’s wrist.

The moment his fingers touched David, the world inside the Dun Mule ceased being sluggish and became violently kinetic. David, fueled by indignation and the hard-won practical strength of the farm, reacted not with sophisticated technique, but raw, brutal necessity.

He didn’t punch. He brought the heavy metal edge of his stew spoon down across Ike’s grasping hand. Ike roared, stumbling back, clutching his fingers.

The scarred man and the two remaining veterans rushed David, heedless of the tables. David vaulted the bench, kicking it into the path of the first man, tripping him. The scarred man came at David’s head. David ducked low, catching the man’s hip, and drove him backward into a rickety dining table. The wood splintered with a sharp crack, sending crockery flying.

David didn't wait for his assailant to rise. He grabbed the nearest weapon, a half-full whiskey bottle, and swung it in a short, savage arc. It connected with the man’s temple in a wet thud. The scarred man went down instantly, his limbs twitching once before he lay still amidst the broken glass.

The saloon fell silent, save for the heavy, labored breathing of the men still standing. David stood over the wreckage, his chest heaving, his dark hair soaked with sweat, his eyes fixed and dangerous. He hadn’t sought the fight, but he had finished it with the ferocious speed of a cornered animal.

The last one, seeing his leaders incapacitated and the wild rage in David’s eyes, lost his nerve. He backed away slowly, his hands held up in open surrender.

“That’s enough, son.”

The voice was deep, authoritative, and carried the weight of unquestioned law. Sheriff Randall stood framed in the doorway, a tall, imposing man whose dull silver star barely showed against a sweat-stained vest. Two deputies flanked him, their hands resting lightly on the butts of their sidearms.

Randall surveyed the scene: the overturned table, the shattered bottle, the three prone figures, and David MacLean, standing amidst the destruction.

“Ike, you boys started this?” Randall asked, not really needing the answer. Ike, clutching his hand, merely grunted.

Randall fixed his gaze on David, studying the intensity in the young man's stance. The boy looked exhausted, but his posture was still coiled, ready for the next threat. There was skill there, raw though it was, not the finesse of a duelist, but the enduring power of a man who worked hard and aimed to survive.

“What’s your name, boy?” Randall asked.

“David MacLean.”

Randall’s eyebrows lifted slightly. He walked slowly toward the bar, stepping around the debris. “MacLean, you say? Virginia, by the sound of it.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Don’t much care for the locals, do you? Aaaaaah,” he sighed. “They were spoiling for trouble an’ you gave it to them with interest.” Randall paused. “You move well, MacLean. Cleaner than most men twice your size. You learn that on the farm?”

“Mostly.”

“I know a MacLean,” Randall mused, leaning against the bar. “A Ranger. Name’s Daniel. Gravel-voiced cuss, good with a Colt and his fists. Any kin?”

David’s breath hitched. Relief and a sudden surge of pride washed over him. “He's my brother, sir. Daniel is my brother. On my way to him. Just stopped off for a bite.”

A slow grin spread across Randall’s face. “Well, I’ll be damned. Daniel MacLean. Figures. You’ve got the same hard look in the eyes when you’re cornered. Daniel’s out west of here, Uvalde.” Randall straightened up. “I should hold you for battery, MacLean. Lock you up for a spell, just to settle things. But since you’re Daniel’s kin, and since these overgrown children started the noise, I’m giving you a chance.”

Randall pointed west. “Get on your mare and ride. Don’t stop until you’re fifty miles west of here. Ride to Uvalde. Find your brother. Tell him Randall sent you, and tell him to pay me back with a good bottle of whiskey next time he’s in town.”

It was the reprieve David desperately needed. “Thank you, Sheriff. I won’t forget it.”

“You do forget it,” Randall said darkly. “Just remember to keep moving.”

David needed no further urging. He retrieved his saddle bags, left the remainder of his stew money on the bar, and mounted his weary mare. As he rode out of San Antonio, the July sun began its slow descent, dragging the humidity down with it, but David felt the chill of impending trouble. He had traded a brief, ugly fistfight for an empty stomach and a long, grueling ride to a brother he barely knew.

David rode hard for two full days, pushing his mare to her limits as well as the limits of his own endurance. The land flattened and hardened, turning into scrub oak and dry gullies. He rationed water and ate stale jerky, his body protesting every jarring mile. The fine, relentless ochre powder of the plains replaced the dark red dust of San Antonio. He was plunging into the wild country where his brother had chosen to forge a new life.

Late in the evening of the second day, David reached the approximate location Randall had described. The sky was the color of bruised slate, and the first scattered stars were beginning to emerge. He spotted a low, squat ranch house, half-hidden by a small stand of Shumard oak outside a town that was still finding its footing in the harsh hardpan of West Texas, its porch casting long, distorted shadows in the fading light. A thin curl of smoke rose from the stone chimney.

He was exhausted, his muscles screaming for rest. He eased his mare into the yard, the horse clopping softly on the hard-packed earth. He didn’t shout a greeting, sensing the quiet vigilance of the place. He swung his leg over the saddle horn and dropped heavily to the ground, staggering slightly.

He led the horse toward a water trough near a small corral, sighing in anticipation of the water. He was safe. He was here. Daniel was a Ranger, a lawman, and family.

He dipped his hands in the trough while the mare drank, straightened up, wiping the grime from his face. Movement at the corner of the porch caught his eye. It was too fast, too sudden, and devoid of hesitation.

A long, blued-steel rifle barrel swung silently around the supporting post of the porch, aiming directly at the center of David’s chest.

It was a trap, or possibly a misunderstanding, but the intent behind the action was deadly serious. The man sighting down the barrel was obscured by shadow and the brim of a wide-crowned hat, but his posture was that of a coiled spring, ready to fire.

“Don’t you move.” It was a deep, gravelly voice used to barking orders that were meant to be obeyed. “Put your hands up real slow and identify yourself.”

David froze, raising his hands slightly outward. The relief he had felt moments before evaporated, replaced by a cold knot of fear. This was not the reunion he had imagined; this was a Texas Ranger, hardened by violence, seeing only a threat.

“My name is David MacLean,” he croaked, the Virginia accent sounding thin and vulnerable against the Ranger’s hard Texas drawl.

The man on the porch did not lower the rifle. “Likely story, David MacLean is back in Virginia, still a boy. You ain’t no boy. Step into the lantern light, where I can see your face.”

David took a single, slow step toward the porch. The light from a dim oil lamp placed just inside the doorway spilled out, illuminating his dusty, tired features. He saw the Ranger’s eye narrow behind the sights of the rifle.

For a long moment, the Ranger studied the unfamiliar, dirty face of the intruder, the unruly dark hair, the sharp angle of the jaw, the hazel-gray eyes that were currently wide with fatigue and alarm. It was the face of a stranger, a man who had ridden hard and arrived at dusk.

Then, the Ranger’s vision shifted, taking in the familiar, chiseled ridge of his brow, the uncompromising set of the mouth. The realization was slow, agonizing, pulling a ten-year-old memory forward into the harsh reality of 1873.

The MacLean profile.

The rifle barrel trembled almost imperceptibly as Daniel MacLean finally recognized the much older, rougher, but undeniably familiar features of his younger brother.

“I’ll be go to hell,” he growled. “You ain’t no kid  no more, are you?”
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David, his hands still hovering near his shoulders, let his breath out in a ragged rush. His knees felt shaky.

“Tryin’ awful hard not to be, Daniel,” David answered, a touch of weary indignation mixing with his relief. “Been about ten years in the makin’.”

“It’s alright, Lucia,” Daniel said, his voice instantly softening when addressing her. “It’s my brother, David.”

A soft, scraping sound came from Daniel’s flank. From the deeper shadows where the porch met the wall of the house, a woman emerged. She was tall and gracefully powerful, her dark hair braided and resting over one shoulder. She held a heavy, double-barreled shotgun, still gripped tightly in her calloused hands, the twin muzzles now pointed toward the floor.

Lucia Tarrango nodded slowly, her dark eyes assessing David with an unnerving, unflappable stillness. She moved to Daniel’s side, smoothing the fabric of her skirt with one hand as she leaned the shotgun quietly against the wall.

“Welcome, cuñado,” she said, her voice rich and melodic, carrying a gentle Spanish lilt that immediately felt warm and safe after Daniel’s harsh scrutiny. She crossed the porch and stepped down into the yard.

David took in the scene, the Ranger, his shotgun-wielding wife, the quiet, desolate landscape. He felt his shoulders relax for the first time in three days.

“Y’all take things rather serious around here, don’t you?” David drawled, attempting a shaky smile.

Lucia’s eyes held a genuine amusement, though her expression remained composed. “In Uvalde, when the sun goes down, anything that moves is either dinner or trouble. We have learned to treat everything that approaches as trouble.” She looked pointedly at Daniel. “Leaving your own brother standing in the dark, dusty and tired from traveling, does not speak well of your hospitality, Daniel.”

Daniel ignored the mild rebuke, stepping off the porch to meet David in the yard. He stopped, looking his brother up and down. David was shorter than Daniel, perhaps five-nine, but lean and tough, all whipcord and muscle, not the soft figure of a plantation owner’s son. He took him into a rough embrace and then stepped back.

“You rode that poor mare ragged,” Daniel observed, reaching out to clap a hand on David’s shoulder, a grip that held more assessment than affection. “Come on. Get inside. I reckon you haven’t slept in a real bed in a week and haven’t seen water that wasn’t alkaline in two.”

“Rode her pretty hard for two days, solid,” David admitted. “She’s tough, but she’s done.”

“Brent!” Daniel bellowed, turning toward the back of the house. “Brent, get out here! There’s work to do.”

The sound of scrambling feet preceded an eight-year-old boy emerging from the side door. Brent was a miniature version of Daniel, all serious eyes and sharp angles, wearing an oversized pair of canvas pants. He stopped dead when he saw David standing next to his father.

“Yes, Pa?” Brent asked, his gaze fixed wide-eyed on the stranger.

“This is your Uncle David,” Daniel announced, gesturing vaguely. “He rode in from Virginia, and he is bone tired. Go tend to his horse. She needs water, stiff feed, and a good rub down. Take your time with her, son. She earned it.”

Brent’s eyes grew even wider. He had heard the name David,  but he’d never thought he would actually see him.

“Yes, Pa!” Brent agreed instantly, his exhaustion forgotten in the rush of duty and curiosity. He darted toward the mare, petting the mare’s dusty neck with reverence.

Lucia smiled, seeing the boy’s transformation, and gestured toward the front door. “Come inside, David. You need something more substantial than stale jerky.”

The inside of the Ranger’s house was simple but meticulously clean, dominated by a large, squat stone fireplace and a worn but solid trestle table. A kettle was already humming softly over the hearth, and the air smelled faintly of mesquite smoke and dried herbs.

David dropped his saddlebags inside the door and moved stiffly to the table, his body protesting every movement. He felt awkward, a dusty, alien presence in this quiet, ordered life.

Lucia moved with practiced efficiency. She poured hot water into a basin for David to wash, and then, before he was finished wiping the grime from his face, she had set out a platter of warm, thick biscuits and a pitcher of buttermilk.

“Eat,” she commanded softly, setting down a heavy bowl of golden, translucent liquid. “We don’t keep much sugar, but this will do.”

David stared at the bowl. It wasn’t syrup; it was thick, rich honey, deep amber in the lamplight. He tentatively dipped a broken biscuit into it and brought it to his mouth. The flavor was extraordinary, floral, complex, with a clean, light finish.

“My God,” he murmured, taking another bite. “What kind of honey is this? I’ve never tasted anything like it.”

Lucia sat down across from him, watching the young man devour two biscuits instantly. “It is guajillo honey. The bees feed only on the guajillo flower, which blooms heavily in the spring on my father’s lands along the Nueces River. The flavor is specific to this region. We gather it late in the season, after the rains.”

David paused, chewing slowly, considering the practicality and detail of her life. In Virginia, honey was simply honey; here, it was a precise reflection of the earth.

“Your pa has a ranch near the Nueces?” David asked.

“Yes. A good spread. Doing very well thanks to Daniel,” she said simply, picking up a stray crumb. She gave Daniel a knowing look, suggesting the story was much deeper and more dangerous than her current calm demeanor implied.

Before David could ask more, Brent burst back into the room, wiping his hands on his pants, his face alight with excitement.

“Uncle David, the mare is watered and fed, and I rubbed her down good! She’s tired, but she’s sturdy!” Brent announced proudly. He pulled up a stool near David and rested his elbows on the table and his chin in his hands. “How long did it take you to ride all the way from Virginia? Is it true you have big tobacco fields? Do you have slaves still? Pa says no one should have slaves, but he says back east it was different.”

David choked on a mouthful of biscuit. Daniel shot a silencing look at Brent, but the boy was too earnest to notice.

“Brent,” Daniel growled, rubbing the bridge of his nose. 

“We don’t have slaves anymore. They are freedmen now.” David turned his focus onto the boy, sensing the deep need for connection. “It took me two days just from San Antonio, Brent. But a couple of weeks to get there from Virginia. And yes, we still have tobacco. My brother... our brother, Jeremiah, runs the plantation now.”

Brent peppered him with further questions about the size of the plantation, whether he’d seen a real battle, and if the ocean was actually salty. Lucia watched the interaction for a few minutes, pleased by David’s patience with her stepson.

“Alright, mijo,” Lucia interrupted gently, rising from the table. “Your uncle David is tired, and you need to be asleep. It is far past your bedtime.”

Brent groaned dramatically but obeyed immediately, knowing Lucia’s gentle tone masked a firm resolve. He leaned in and whispered to David, “We’ll talk some more tomorrow, okay?”

“You bet,” David promised, offering a genuine warmth that surprised even himself.

Lucia led Brent away, the sound of their passing fading into silence. Daniel drew a deep breath and slid into Lucia’s vacated seat, leaning forward with his elbows on the table. The Ranger's demeanor settled back over him like a heavy coat.

“Alright, little brother. Now that the pleasantries are handled. What in God’s name happened that sent you across a thousand miles of rough country to track down a Ranger who hasn’t been home in a decade?” Daniel asked, his eyes sharp and unforgiving.

David hesitated, licking honey from his fingers. He hadn’t realized how hard it would be to explain the restless itch, the need to prove himself, the ugly spur-of-the-moment decision to ride west.

“Nothing specific,” David lied easily, a habit developed from years of being a middle brother looking for attention and trouble. “Just needed to see the West. Needed a break from the plantation.”

“How’s Pa?”

“Failing. Jeremiah is pretty much running things.”

Daniel nodded, hoping David would continue with news from home. 

“He’s a good planter, meticulous. Maybe better than Pa since Ma dyin’ and the war broke his spirit.”

Daniel leaned back, his gaze distant, sketching patterns on the dusty table with his thumbnail. “And Zeke?”

“We got a letter from Zeke a while back,” David revealed. “He’s doing well. Surprisingly well, actually. He’s been appointed by General Sherman to Fort Whipple, Arizona Territory. He’s found his stride in the military life, apparently.”

“Zeke in Arizona,” Daniel murmured. “That boy always did like the heat.” He paused. “And Solomon?”

Solomon was two years David’s senior, a sharp-witted young man who had always taken a different path. David’s expression clouded.

“Solomon... he took off a few years back. Right after the last harvest,” David said, keeping his voice carefully neutral. “Left a note saying he was tired of tobacco and wanted to see the mountains. Nobody’s heard from him since. We don’t know what to think, Daniel. Whether he’s dead, married, or just completely disappeared into the territory.”

Daniel simply pursed his lips and nodded. Solomon had always been the wild card, the one most likely to vanish.

“And Sadie? How’s she getting along in that nest of brothers?” Daniel asked, the hint of a smile finally touching his face. He’d always harbored a soft spot for his little sister.

“Sadie is sixteen now, Daniel, and she scares Jeremiah,” David said, a broad grin forming on his face. “She works as hard as he does, maybe harder. She manages the kitchen, the workers’ rosters, and she’s done learned how to keep the books faster than anyone. She’ll be running things before you know it. May already be running things behind Jeremiah’s back. And Boone, he’s fourteen now. Growing like a weed. He’s proving to be pretty good help too, especially with the livestock.”

The rapid-fire updates painted a complex picture of a sprawling family, fractured yet persevering, spread across the country.

“The MacLean clan is scattered to the four winds,” Daniel mused, shaking his head. He finished his round of inquiries with the oldest. “Ever hear from Noah?”

David leaned back in his chair, folding his arms across his chest. “Noah is settled. Which is maybe the biggest surprise of all.”

“How so?”

“He’s the Sheriff of a little town in California. Some dusty spot he wrote about. And get this: he’s married. Married the woman the Pinkertons sent him to track down in San Francisco.” David chuckled, a dry, tired sound. “She was educated in a London finishing school and is teachin’ miners' kids the three R’s. Pa was apoplectic when he heard that, but he sent a silver cup anyway.”

Daniel sat back quietly, soaking in the news about the eldest. Noah, the serious one, the cavalier, as much of a ghost as the man he rode with during the war. Raw and tough as bull leather, married to a school teacher. 

He closed his eyes for a moment, the lamplight warm against his lids. He saw, briefly, the sprawling white house in Virginia, the scent of curing tobacco leaves, the sound of his brothers’ shouts carrying across the fields. He’d been barely sixteen when he’d marched off to defend Virginia, eventually earning the trust and respect of JB Hood in bloody battles that still gave him nightmares. He looked up at David, realizing how much time and distance had assaulted those memories, leaving them fractured and distant. The MacLean boys, once part of a Virginia fortress, were now solitary outposts being scattered across the frontier.

Lucia re-entered the room, stepping softly. She poured each of them a cup of coffee from the pot simmering on the hob. She then pulled a chair to the end of the table.

“So you came from Virginia to see the West,” Lucia prompted David gently, picking up the thread of the conversation that had brought them here. “That is a long ride for mere sightseeing.”

David looked at his sister-in-law. She was insightful, direct, and seemed to possess an internal compass that always pointed true north. There was no point in hedging.

“No, ma’am. Not sightseeing. I came west hoping to hire on as a cowboy,” David admitted. “I’ve heard talk of driving cattle from Texas to Montana. See some country, make my own way and stop relying on Pa’s charity.”

Daniel stared at him, letting out a short, incredulous burst of air.

“You rode three days through brush and sand and ended up here, in Uvalde, and you think you’ve got the grit to drive three thousand head of longhorns to Montana?” Daniel shook his head, the notion clearly absurd to him. “David, the trail is hard. It’s starvation, alkali poisoning, cholera, Indian raids, rustlers, and stampedes. No Virginia boy, no matter how much tobacco he’s planted, survives a Montana trail drive. You wouldn’t last a week.”

David bristled immediately, years of being dismissed as too young, too small or not tough enough boiled to the surface. His eyes glistened with fierce resolve. “I’m tough enough.”

“Tough is a relative term in this country, David. You might be tough enough for a bare-knuckle brawl in a saloon, but you aren’t tough enough to ride three weeks straight in sleet and dust. Not yet.”

The confrontation shifted the atmosphere in the room, forcing David to recoil slightly from Daniel’s hard assessment.

“Well, Sheriff Randall in San Antonio seemed to think I was tough enough,” David muttered, deflecting the conversation sharply away from his cowboy aspirations. “He was the reason I was able to leave San Antonio without spending any time in his jail. He told me to ride hard and not look back.”

Daniel’s attention snapped to the mention of the respected local lawman. “Randall? Why was Randall talking to you, David? You get into trouble in San Antonio?”

David shifted uncomfortably. “Oh, just a misunderstanding. I was in the Dun Mule Saloon. Three men stirred up trouble, peggin’ me as a Yankee-lover. Thought they could teach me a thing or two about bein’ tough. Turns out they were wrong.”

Daniel leaned closer, his eyes narrowing to slits. “You got in a fight in San Antonio?”

“I took them down,” David said simply, meeting his brother’s gaze. “All three of them. Randall saw the tail end of it and told me that if I didn’t get out of town before dark, he’d lock me up. He suggested I visit family.”

Daniel studied David’s wiry frame, his current state of grime and exhaustion. He looked like a man who had fought and then ridden until he could barely stand. But the story defied logic.

“Three men?” Daniel asked, his voice low, heavy with skepticism. He swept his gaze from David’s calloused hands up to his face. “You ain’t even wearin’ a gun.”​
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The moment the sun cracked the horizon, bathing the low-slung Uvalde ranch house in the dusty gold of a Texas morning, Daniel was up. He moved with the quiet efficiency of a man who had long ago traded sleep for vigilance.

He found David already awake, sitting on the edge of the bed in the small spare room, putting on his scarred and travel-worn boots. David’s shoulders were stiff, his face still etched with the exhaustion of the long ride, but his hazel-gray eyes were clear and alert.

Brent, already dressed in oversized denim pants and a shirt, stood sentinel near the door, watching his uncle with rapt curiosity.

“Pa says you gotta come eat,” Brent whispered eagerly to David, clearly thrilled by the presence of a new audience. “He says if you’re gonna ride today, you’ll need fuel.”

“Ride?” David looked up at Daniel, who blocked the doorway, framed by the morning light.

Daniel nodded curtly. “You rode in late and told a yarn about whipping three men in a San Antonio saloon. I figure you need to shake off the dust. We’ll take a run out to the breaks on the Nueces, have a look around.”

It was the typical lie of a man testing another. The breaks of the Nueces were notoriously rough country, a tangle of mesquite, prickly pear, and deep, dry creek beds that demanded absolute control of a horse.

Lucia had a stack of totillas and thick-cut ham waiting on
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